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Chapter | 


The winter had been unusually mild that year, and in the first rays of spring sun flowers shot right out of 
the earth. Primroses and daffodils, crocuses and tulips promised to turn the garden into a riot of bloom just in 


a couple of weeks. 


Alex straightened his back with a satisfied grunt. It looked like the garden had survived the winter again, and 
would turn out none the worse than at the times Charlene had been there to tend to it. Either Alex did make 
a fine gardener after all, or the blessed power of the Stability extended to plants as well. Perhaps they 
flourished simply because they, too, followed the will of the great Watchmaker. That made Alex just a litle bit 


sad: he wanted his flowers to bloom not because they were preordained to do so, but because they responded 


to his touch. 
At sixty, he was getting a little sentimental. He didn't mind it. It beat grumpy anytime. 


Alex turned his face to the sun and enjoyed the warmth of the fine spring day. It was nice to get out of the 
workroom once in a while. Neil told him so repeatedly. Then again, Neil made his living by traveling from town 
to town in his steam-powered cart full of gleaming and rattling things, and he loved the life on the road. Alex 
never understood that. He wouldn't be himself without his home, his work, and his garden. That was his place, 
and he was perfectly happy occupying it. 


Alex's cottage stood detached, on the outskirts of the Tin Spring village. The only other building nearby was a 
small two-storey brick house on the other side of the road, flanked with poplar trees. The house used to 

belong to the postmaster's family, but they'd moved out last autumn, heading for a bigger town somewhere 
east. There wasn't much need of a postmaster in a small village where no one hardly ever wrote or received 


letters. 


Alex wasn't friends with the postmaster or his wife, but their little daughter used to come to his workroom 
and hover in the doorway, gaping at intricate clockwork mechanisms, windup dolls and music boxes. She was a 
quiet child and could be rarely coaxed into saying more than a few mumbled words to him, but still she 

reminded him of his own children. His sons and daughters were all grown-up now, married and living in towns 


and villages scattered all over Albion 


Alex considered himself generally too busy to feel lonely, but it had gotten awfully quiet around the house 
after Charlene left, so he welcomed those visits and occasionally put some sweets on the sideboard for the 
girl. She never took them. Perhaps she didn't like sweets or was too shy to even utter a thank-you. Still, Alex 
missed her silent fascination after her family had moved away. He'd made her a farewell gift of a windup 


dancer that spun gently on a round metal plate to a quiet tune, but the girl didn't take it either. 


The brick house stood empty and locked all winter long. None of the villagers bothered enough to stop by, 
except Alex. He was entrusted with a spare key, so he felt obliged to come over once in a while to make sure 


the melt-water hadn't gotten into the cellar. 


He intended to do exactly that in a couple of days-to check on the framings, maybe to give the rooms a little 
airing. As he thought about it, he glanced at the house, just out of habit, and was about to turn away again 
when something caught his eye. 


The shutters on the first floor windows were open. 
Naturally, he had expected that someone would come to live in the house sooner or later. Empty buildings 


were not allowed in Albion, they were to be either occupied again or demolished. Since workers hadn't shown up 


with hammers and axes to tear it down yet, Alex had assumed that the new lodgers were on the way. 


Strange, though, that they would arrive so quietly. Alex was a light sleeper; he would never have missed the 
chugging of a cart, nor the commotion of unloading and unpacking. And the newcomers would have needed the 
key to get inside, anyway. Since they hadn't come to get it and to meet their new neighbor, which was the 
custom, it could only mean one thing: whoever was in the house now had obviously snuck in without permission 
An occasion almost unthinkable in Albion where life was organized and running smoothly, and everything had its 


place, and every place had its thing. 


Tin Spring was a remote locality, though, situated in the rural parts of the country, far from the capital of 
the Crown City and the busy industrial regions in the north. Out-of-order things were reported to happen in 
such far-away, secluded places. Villagers had disputes with their neighbors over cropland. Young man 
sometimes got drunk and even had fights. Once, a kid from Mill Cog had stowed away on a steamliner caravan 
and had travelled three stations to the west before the patrol discovered him and returned him to his 


parents. 


And everybody knew everything about everyone around, so the arrival of a new villager wouldn't have gone 


unnoticed, and a decent person definitely wouldn't hide. 


So, Alex mused, it was clearly a trespasser. Was it another runaway, some kid searching for adventure, or.. a 
real outlaw, hiding from the Regulators? Someone like the Anarchist, or (Alex shuddered at the thought) even 
the Anarchist himself? The Watchmaker had had the word spread that the man was of no threat to the 

society anymore, but many believed that the greatest villain in the history of Albion couldn't have been dealt 
with that easily. Rumors were that he still lurked out there somewhere, and an empty house in a small village 


could be just the place he'd choose for a hideout. 


Alex knew that he was jumping to conclusions, but the Anarchist or not, the person in the house had no right 
to be there, and Alex was the only one here to call them out on it. He disregarded the fact that it wasn't his 
business to enforce the law, just as it wasn't the newcomer's business to sneak into empty houses. Nothing 
like that had ever happened to him in his entire life, and the unfamiliar rush of adrenaline tickled his back and 
made his heart pound in his chest like a forging hammer. Darn it, he was still an able-bodied man, and he 


wasn't going to let anyone try to undermine the Stability under his very nose. 


Alex picked up the gardening spade, balanced it in his arms like a weapon, and strode in the direction of the 


neighboring house. 


Now that he looked closely, he could see traces of a steam cart in the road dust, and footprints of two, 
maybe three people that led to the wicket gate. The whitewashed wooden front door was tightly closed and 
didn't look like anyone had broken it in anytime in the past. Alex hovered on the porch, uncertain, then braced 


himself and knocked. 
Silence. 


He knocked again, not quite so smartly this time. What should he do if nobody answered? He'd been so worked- 
up he'd forgotten about the key, and would have to go back for it now, which would give the trespasser a 


perfect opportunity to plan his attack 


Knock, knock. He thought he heard something this time. Shuffling footsteps? Alex raised his fist for the fourth 


time, and at that moment, the door opened. 


The man in the doorway was roughly Alex's age-in his late fifties, perhaps a few years older. He was of 
average height, lean, but somewhat stiff in the stance. His hair was thick, dark with a few traces of silver, and 
down to his shoulders, something pretty much unheard-of in Tin Spring. He wore a blue polka-dotted button- 
down shirt, dark trousers and light leather shoes. 


His face was pale, lined with age, and wore a rather exasperated expression There was a little goatee below his 


lower lip. 


Alex realized he was standing stupidly with an arm raised, so he lowered it and gripped the handle of the spade 
with both hands. 


The stranger stared him up and down There was a twinkle in his eye as he saw the spade; otherwise the 


scrutiny went on deadpan. Then he raised one eyebrow. 

"And who the hell are you?" 

He had a cultured voice, a little hoarse, but soft and pleasant. Alex had to grudgingly admit that he didn't look 
like much of a villain. On the other hand, what did he know, maybe that's exactly how dangerous criminals were 


supposed to look like. The stranger sure wasn't a stowaway, nor did he resemble an honest farmworker. 


"The name's Alex, and | live here-| mean nearby-and | was entrusted with the care of the house you've 


broken into! How did you get in, anyway?" 

"| opened the door. With a key." 

"Did Mister Jenkins give it to you, then?" 

The stranger frowned at him. "I don't know what you're talking about." 

There was a little pause as they simply looked at each other, not quite certain how to proceed. Then the 


stranger rubbed his temples and sighed, "Listen, er, Alex.. Why don't you take your spade and just go away, 


please? l'm not in the mood for courtesy calls." 
Alex puffed out his chest. 


"I can't let some tramp ransack the house of my good neighbor! Um." He wasn't used to confrontations, and 


the right words seemed to come to him with delay. "l'm, l'm afraid I'll have to ask you to leave. Yeah." 


The stranger regarded him with renewed interest. "Or else?" 
"Or else, I'll. Ill. report to the Regulators!" 


The only Regulators’ outpost around here was twenty miles to the west, but the stranger might not know 
that, and then perhaps Alex could go to the newsgraph office and send a message to the nearest town. 


But the stranger only chuckled. "Ah, good luck with that. You might still catch up with them if you hurry. And 


now, if you please..." He made a move as if to close the door. 
Alex quickly stuck his foot into the doorway. "Wait! You're.. you're not the Anarchist or anything, are you?" 
"What? 


An odd something flickered over the stranger's face. Then he seemed to compose himself, and fixed Alex with 


a cold eye. 
"The Anarchist is dead," he said in a low voice. "You don't talk of such things." 


Alex gazed at him, taken aback by the sudden change, and the stranger took advantage of it, effectively kicking 
his foot out of the way and slamming the door in Alex's face. The lock clicked twice. 


Alex stared at the smooth wooden planks. Dead? No one ever dared to say that about the Anarchist. The 
famous pronouncement by the Watchmaker stated that ‘the criminal was ‘of no threat anymore’, which might 
also mean ‘dead’, but most people tended to interpret that rather loosely. The Anarchist couldn't die like a 
simple man; the Watchmaker's greatest foe had to be, like the Watchmaker himself, immortal. 


There was dead silence behind the door. Alex scratched his head, hauled the spade up onto his shoulder and 
walked down the porch steps, dumbfounded. The stranger was not supposed to be here, although his behavior 
said otherwise. Could it be that Alex had simply missed the news of his upcoming arrival? It suddenly struck 


him that he hadn't been to the tavern, nor so much as spoken to anyone, for a few days. 


Charlene used to gently admonish him for his tendency to bury himself in his work and ignore everything else, 
which was good for business, but bad for his relationships with other people. He did occasionally go out for a 

drink, but the real news was rare, and the talk bored him. He was content with the company of his family and 
Neil-his customer, supplier and his only friend Now that his children were raising their own families far away, 


he had no one else to tell him news on a regular basis. 
Perhaps the news had really been in the daily almanac, and he'd simply missed the public report. Well, that 
accounted for the bizarre conversation. Still, the stranger had been rude. Would it have killed him to explain 


the matter? Was it even the way to talk to your new neighbor? He didn't even bother to introduce himself. 


‘Alright then, Mister Fancy Dress, Alex thought sourly, ‘let's see how you get by with an attitude like that. We 


don't look kindly here on strangers with no manners. And | ain't helping you with anything, mind. Be on your own 


if you want to: 


Chapter I 


Chapter Il 


Several days had passed since Alex had resolved to ignore the neighboring house and its mysterious dweller. He 
succeeded somewhat, but still the newcomer stuck on the back of his mind, and Alex couldn't stop wondering. 
He didn't see much of the man in those few days; seemed like the stranger wasn't keen on going out and 
meeting anyone. He must have been living off the Jenkins’ old supply of dried meat and rye flour that was 
stored in the cellar. Once, Alex had seen him with an empty bucket, shuffling to the village well, and noticed 
that the man was limping heavily on his left leg. More than once, he'd seen the light in the first floor window 
burn until late into the night, and wondered what the stranger was doing there. The shutters on the second 


floor, though, remained closed. 


One week after Alex's not exactly friendly encounter with the newcomer, Neil's cart rolled into Tin Spring. He 
hadn't been to the village for a while, so first he made a quick round to check on his old customers. He usually 


saved Alex for last, so that they could have a cup of spiced rum tea in Alex's living room and talk in peace. 
Alex heard the chuffing of a steam engine through the open window and pushed away from the work bench. 


He'd know those busy puffs in a thousand; he'd mended the boiler and the little furnace for alchemical powders 


time and time again To him, it was one of the sweetest sounds in the world. 


He jumped to his feet, ignoring the wails of his protesting back, and rushed outside to greet Neil and his 
battered old cart, brass sides gleaming in the spring sun. 


"Hey there! Been a while, Pratt." 
Neil's weather-beaten face split in a huge grin 


"Business is business," he boomed, opening his arms for Alex. "Doesn't always bring you where you wanna be. A 


pleasure to see your bolding old head again, though." 
"Don't you go there, old tramp. You're no shiny piece of engine anymore, either!" 


They hugged fiercely. As usual, Alex had a hard time to hold his own against Neil, who was good four inches 
taller and still managed to keep his strong traveler's build, while Alex's lack of physical exertion and love for 


honey cakes added considerably to his belly. 
"So, how's things, then?" Neil asked after they had finally stopped trying to crush each other's bones, and 
pushed his goggles up to his receding hairline. He was wearing a shabby leather greatcoat and boots that had 


seen better days, but his eyes sparkled with vigor, and his big bulbous nose was as happily red as ever. 


Alex marveled at the sight. Damn, but he'd missed the old bastard. 


"Not bad. I've been tinkering here and there, and | have some stuff you might want to see." 
| was actually asking about how you are getting on. Still sitting crammed in your tiny closet all day?" 


Alex chuckled. "Oh... no, actually, I've been spending quite some time in the garden. The roses have taken root, 


and.. And, you know, we have news. Real news!” 

"Let's hear it, then" 

Neil made his best attempt to look enthusiastic. There wasn't much chance that he would be impressed by 
what passed for news in a small village, but he didn't want to discourage his friend. Alex could guess as much 
and intended to prove him wrong. 

"We have a newcomer!" he declared triumphantly. 

But his triumph turned out to be short-lived 

"Ah, the limp guy? Met him at the ironmonger's earlier today." 

Alex's face fell. "You did?" 

"Yep. He was trying to sell some stuff, but Ohava didn't want to take it” 

The local ironmonger was a well-known miser and a grumpy sod, but Alex doubted that the stranger could 
have had anything of real worth on him to sell, like a pocket watch or a compass. A thing like that Ohava 
would have taken gladly, even if he wouldn't have been as glad to pay up for it. The stranger was probably 
running out of supplies and decided to sell some of Jenkins’ old lumber. 

Alex felt a sharp pang of guilt. It had been petty and childish of him not to come by again and check on how 
his new neighbor was doing. The man was practically starving on his very doorstep while Alex was nursing a 
stupid grudge. 

"So he came up to me then," Neil went on, oblivious to Alex's self-loathing. "I know the good stuff when | see it, 
but I'll be damned if I've ever seen anything like that in my forty years in business. Paid good fifty coins for 
the thing, too, and | don't mind a single one of them." 

That jerked Alex out of his reflection. "What? Fifty coins? For junk?" 


Neil frowned at him in genuine puzzlement. "What junk? The thing's a bloody masterpiece. Here, take a look" 


He pulled something out of his breast pocket and held it out for Alex on the palm of his hand. 


It was a clockwork dragonfly, assembled from tiny details clearly molded in alchemical fire. The metal was 
cheap, but it was polished so smartly that it gleamed like silver, and as Neil touched a miniscule spring, the 
tiny gear-wheels turned, the delicate wings fluttered, and music filled the air. It was soft and wistful-and far 
too good to be produced by a mere toy. 

Alex's heart ached with it. 


"How much do you want for this?” 


Neil gave him a look. "Well. | was going to bring it to the Crown City. There are people who'd be willing to pay 


big money for the thing. Merchants, connoisseurs, collectors.." 
"How much. Do you want. For this.” 


For all his geniality and good humor, Alex could be unrelenting when it came down to what he had set his mind 


on, and Neil knew better than to fight him on that. 

He made a face. "Oh, well, if you really want it that much.. Hmpf. You can have it for one hundred coins." 
Alex shook his head. "Pratt." 

"Ninety-five?" 

"Pratt" 


“Alright, dammit, you can have it for eighty, or you can go stuff your money up your backside, and that's my 


final word!" 
"Eighty it is." Alex beamed. "Always a pleasure doing business with you." 


"Can't say that for my part," Neil grumbled "Come to speak of it, are you planning to let me in sometime 
Today?" 


"Sure." 


Alex held the gate for him, while Neil took his place at the rudder, the dragonfly still clasped protectively in 
his left hand. 


"Give it to me, you'll crush it" 
"Not until | see the money, engineery-boy.” 


Alex rolled his eyes. "Oh, for goodness’ sake." 


Neil grinned at him. "Am | entitled to a little fun after you've practically wrestled the thing away from me, or 


what? Here, knock yourself out" 


He gently placed the dragonfly onto Alex's outstretched palm. It sat there like a real insect, sparkling, ready to 
take off. 


The cart chugged its way into the front yard. 
"You're my favorite supplier, you know that, Pratt?" 
"I'm your only supplier. Your only agent, too." 


"And a regular ray of sunshine. That, among other things, is why | love you so much." Alex closed the gate and 
motioned Neil into the house. "Come on, lets have tea Then I'll give you the money." 


* * * 


Still, eighty coins weren't something Alex would sneeze at, so, after he had assessed his remaining finances, he 
decided that he would probably have to go to the ironmonger's, too, and haggle like a horse-trader to make 
ends meet this month. Good thing he had a couple of magnifying devices and a folding spyglass to spare. 


He wanted that dragonfly. Not just because of its design, clever as it may be, but because of the music. He'd 
never heard anything quite like that before, and he burned to know who had composed it. Where could the 
stranger get his hands on a jewel like that? Was it a last remnant of his old life, a favorite Toy, a reserve 
source of money? He had to have paid a hefty sum for that thing. Perhaps he had bought it directly from the 


mechanic and could give Alex his name. If he ever wanted to talk to Alex again, that is. 


After they'd had the usual cup of tea, Alex showed Neil some of his latest work. Their deal was forty percent 
in advance and the rest of the sum, less ten percent commission, after Neil found a buyer. So, Alex's financial 
situation improved somewhat after he'd sold off three musical watches and a hand-size clockwork violinist. He 
always had one or two ready-made on his shelf: they were his most popular merchandise. "Hate them little 


bastards," Neil used to say, "but they sell like hotcakes." 


Occasionally, Neil would stay with him for a day or two, but the weather was fine and the roads dry, so he 
set out again right after lunch, with a promise to be back in a few months. Neil's schedule was as irregular as 
you could get away with in Albion, he tended to become restless if he stayed in one place for too long, so for 
the most part of the year he circled around the country. Sometimes he would travel all the way to the big 
industrial cities in the north, or follow one of the meandering roads along the eastern coastline, or just take a 


straight route to the Crown City, but in the end, he would always return to Tin Spring. 


Alex waved him off, then cleared the table, washed the dishes and thought of going back to work, but his 
heart wasn't at it. The dragonfly sat on the sideboard and seemed to stare at him with its gleaming faceted 


eyes. It looked like an ornate piece of jewelry, even thought it was made of some cheap aluminium alloy, but at 
the same time it looked like a living thing. It seemed to vibrate a little, and Alex could almost hear an echo of 
high-pitched crystalline buzz. 

He picked the dragonfly up from the sideboard and wound the spring. 

The tune was even better than he remembered. It resounded in his plain, dull living room, clear and fresh like 
meltwater in the sun. It was soft and just a little bit sad, but not sweet-an uncommon choice of melody for a 
clockwork toy. The tune played for a minute, then it started over, and Alex listened to it until the spring wound 
down 

He had to know. 

He closed his hand gently around the dragonfly and walked out the door, heading for the brick house. 

There was no indication that the stranger was home, but Alex decided to try his luck. He knocked, and indeed, 
after a while he heard the same shuffling footsteps come near the door. There was a pause, then a click of 
the lock. 

"Ah, its you again" 

The stranger wore the same clothes, but it looked clean, ironed, and, if possible, even more impeccable than on 
the day Alex had first met him. He seemed to be in a better mood, too, because his eyes sparkled with good 
humor. 

"Not carrying your spade today, | see." 

Alex smiled, a little sheepishly. "No, no spade. Can | talk to you?" 

The stranger arched a perfect eyebrow. "Why?" 


Alex opened his palm and showed him the dragonfly. "You sold this to my friend today. Could you tell me where 
you got it?" 


Something pulled at the corner of the stranger's mouth. 
"You're not going to say | stole it, are you?" 


"What?. Oh, no! Goodness, no. | didn't mean that at all. | just really need to know the name of its maker. 


Please?" 


The stranger sighed. "Fine. You might as well come in. | was just going to have tea" 


"Thank you." 

Alex followed him into the dining room of the house he'd gotten quite familiar with that winter. Not much had 
changed since then; only the big square table had been moved from the center of the room to the window, 
where the light was better. It was crowded with instruments, half-burned candles, molten and solidified chunks 
of metal, gears and springs, wires, foggy lenses, sewing pins and kitchen knives. The stranger must have really 


been at the Jenkins’ old stuff. 


A small part of the table was cleared for the occasion of teatime. There were a steaming pot, mismatching 


cup and saucer and a plate of fresh apple-pie. 

"Please, have a seat," said the stranger. "I'll bring you a cup.” 

Alex took the liberty of pulling another chair to the table. 

‘So you do have manners, after all," he said to the stranger's retreating back 

The stranger laughed. "Occasionally, | do." 

They had herbal tea from the grocery store with the baker's trademark apple-pie in an easy silence, although 
the stranger was making a noticeable effort not to wolf down his portion He looked like it was his first decent 
meal in a few days, which, Alex thought with a new twinge of shame, it probably was. 

"Listen," Alex said when they both were comfortably full and savoring a third cup, "I'm sorry | barged in the 
other day, and even more sorry | haven't come by to see how you were settling in. That was not very 
neighborly of me." 


"Don't mention it. | haven't expected you to." 


"Still. And I'm sorry you had to eat leftover junk while all | had to do was drop by and invite you to dinner. And 
all the stupid things | said.. Can you possibly forgive me?" 


"There's nothing to forgive, really. I've seen worse." 
g g Y 


The stranger's face was straight, but not unfriendly, and Alex felt a tentative smile tug at the corners of his 
mouth. "So, let us start again fresh, then? I'm Alex." 


The stranger gave him a nod. "Hello, Alex. l'm Geddy." 
It was so unexpected Alex genuinely thought he'd heard it wrong. "Er.. What is it again?" 


"Geddy." 


"What kind of a name is that?" 
The stranger's face closed immediately. "Mine," he said, putting the cup and the saucer back on the table. 


Alex cursed himself mentally. "Oh gosh, l'm sorry, it really came out the wrong way. | meant no offence, just.. 


it's kind of, you know, unusual.” He made a helpless gesture. "Ugh, here | am, making a fool out of myself again 
‘Oh, that's alright," Geddy said acerbically. "You seem quite natural at it" But his lips quirked, and Alex was 
immensely relieved to see him grin. It was a bit tight, as if he hadn't used those facial muscles for a while and 
had forgotten how to move them, but it was definitely there. 

Alex beamed at him. "Guess you're right, but | can do better than that, | promise. For one, I'd be happy to see 
you at my place for dinner sometime. Say, tomorrow at six? Uh, you don't have anything urgent to do 
Tomorrow, do you?" 


"No, | think it's safe to say that my schedule is free." 


"Good!" Alex clapped him on the shoulder. "I'll make my very special meat balls in basil sauce. And we'll have 


rum tea with a blueberry pie. Mr. Holloway always bakes them on Tuesdays." 
"I'd like that." 


At that moment, Alex's gaze fell on the dragonfly he'd placed on the table next to his cup. He had completely 


forgotten about it. For some reason, he hesitated as he looked up at his host. 
"Say, um, Geddy.. About that dragonfly.. Do you know who made it? ‘Cause I'd really love to meet the man" 


Geddy's smile was still a little guarded. "You already have. And it's nothing, really. It only took me so long 
because | didn't have proper materials. Had to melt your neighbors’ coffee pot" 


"You made it?!" 

Geddy just shrugged. 

Alex gaped at him in amazement. "| mean, here, alone, without proper tools? And the music? Is it yours, too?" 
"The music? Ah, the tune. Yes. It's nothing much, either." 


‘Ive been doing this stuff for my whole life, and | don't think I've ever heard such a good piece of clockwork 


music. That's no nothing in my book at all. You're a genius!” 


Geddy shrugged again. "As you said, it's just clockwork music. | made this thing because | needed money. 


Nothing genius about that." 


At least ten different things crowded on the tip of Alex's tongue, but he thought better of it before any of 
them had had the chance to make its way past his lips. 


"Do you do it professionally?" he asked instead. 

"| used to." 

"Then you absolutely have to see my workroom. And if you need anything-| mean, tools, powders, acids-" 
"You're very kind As a matter of fact, I've just run out of alchemical powder." 


"You'll have anything you need! We could work together at my place, too, if you like. Gosh, it's so good to finally 


have someone around here who's interested in this sort of thing." 


For that, he got a genuine, open smile. "Actually, you know what? It's really nice to meet you, Alex." 


Chapter Ill 


Author's Notes: 
Clockwork Angels: The Novel belongs to Kevin J. Anderson and Neil Peart. Alex, Geddy and Neil belong to 


themselves, and with each other. 


Chapter III 


On the following day Alex could hardly wait till the agreed six o'clock. Unable to stay in bed, he got up at the 
crack of dawn, took a hasty bath and started fretting. He tried to work, but springs and wheels would not obey 
his suddenly clumsy fingers; tried to do the garden chores, but would constantly get distracted, staring over 
the hedge at the opposite house. He couldn't remember the last time he'd been so excited about anything. 


As the day progressed, he took a quick walk to the grocery and the baker's, and started dinner. Basil sauce 


took one hell of a time to be made. 
The shutters on the opposite house didn’t open until well after noon, though: Geddy wasn't an early riser. 


Neither was he a very punctual person, apparently, Alex mused after the clock had finally struck six and stil 
there was no sign of him. Meat balls ready in the oven, the blueberry pie on the table and tea brewing, Alex 
had been glued to the window since half past five, steadily growing discontent. He was used to impeccable 
timing, just like everyone else in the village. The Watchmaker discouraged laxity, so every person owned two or 
three pocket watches that measured time between daily duties and chimed for the most important ones. 


Was Geddy too disorganized to keep a simple appointment? Was something profoundly wrong with him? 

At 1813 the whitewashed door opened, and Geddy appeared. He grabbed the banister and started climbing down 
the narrow porch steps, laboriously. At first, Alex wondered what was taking him so long, but as Geddy finally 
managed to get down and started limping along the gravel path, dragging his left leg, Alex felt like a fool. How 
could anyone forget something like that? He'd seen him limp around the house yesterday. 

Yet it hadn't looked that bad then, and Alex had simply dismissed it as something unimportant. People rarely 
got hurt in Tin Spring; the sight of Geddy slowly working his way across his front yard made Alex deeply 
uncomfortable. 

He withdrew from the window, and in a few seconds there was a knock on the door. 


Geddy looked flushed with exertion, but he was smiling. 


"Hi. | hope l'm not very late." 


"My gosh, you look like you've had a fight with a wild animal! How on earth did you manage it to Ohava's 
yesterday?" 


Geddy blinked. 
"Well.. Some days are better than others. May | come in?" 
Alex realized he was being rude. "Uh, sorry. Please, come in, have a seat. Would you like tea or milk?" 


"Tea, please." Geddy limped to the living room and sank into a chair, stretching his leg. Alex hovered on the 
doorstep, not sure what to do. 


"Does it hurt much?" 
‘Sometimes, it does." Geddy made a face. "Too bad it's today of all days." 


He looked Alex up and down. "You're not used to that sort of thing, are you? Perhaps it would be better if | 


leave." 
He started getting up. 
"No, no! No way! Uh, that is, l'd be glad if you stayed, please forgive my discourtesy. Um. I'll. go make tea 


Alex retreated to the kitchen He'd never felt that awkward with anyone, except maybe with Neil, back in the 
days when they were in their teens and just becoming friends. Neil came from a nearby cattle-breading village 
with quite a peculiar approach to the upbringing of young boys, especially framers’ sons, and used to be 
difficult to talk to. He'd been bitter and fiercely independent, and it had taken them a lot of fights and 


subsequent reconciliations to really come to understand each other. 


When Alex returned to the living room with two cups of tea, he found Geddy on his feet, holding on to the 


chair and scrutinizing the rank of clockwork violinists lined up on the bottom shelf on the wall. 
"Are all of those yours? May | take a closer look?" 
"Sure, be my guest." 


Alex placed the cups on the table and watched Geddy take one delicate figure from the shelf and turn it over 
carefully in his hands. That was one of Alex's most successful inventions. The music was produced not by the 
inner mechanism, but by the little musician itself. It wielded a tiny, exquisitely made violin, moving the bow 

across the cobweb-thin strings with perfect precision The resulting sound was a little high-pitched, but Alex 


had composed an array of tunes that suited for such a mousy rendition 


Geddy turned the key, and the toy came alive in his hands. Alex was quite pleased with the expression of shock 
and disbelief that came across his face. 


"Oh my god," Geddy whispered. "You're Alex Lifeson. The Alex Lifeson. Oh my goa." 


"Yeah, that's me. The one and the only, ha ha" Then he realized that Geddy didn't look amazed at all. Indeed, 


what passed over his face now could rather be described as horror. Alex was baffled. 

"Is something wrong?" 

"Do you even know what they-" Geddy stopped short, seemed to collect himself. "No, actually, forget it. I'm 
sorry." He forced a laugh. "I just wasn't expecting to run into you here, of all places. And | thought you'd look 
different, too." He paused for a moment. "Do you know your work is quite famous in the Crown City?" 

"I imagine. So, that's where you come from, isn't it?" 


Geddy smiled. "| used to live there." 


Alex squinted at him. "And work? You said you used to be a mechanic. If you know my name, | might as well 


know yours." 

"You might. My mentor was Dr. Russell. You're bound to have heard of him. | assembled a lot of his Fabulous 
Clockwork Percussors with these very hands.. Ah, they were the hit of the time. When he died, | continued 
improving his techniques and developed some of my own. My work happened to become very popular. Brought 
me a load of money, too-in strict compliance with the Watchmaker's decrees on the recommended prices, of 
course.” 

"Then you can only be Gary Weinrib," Alex said softly. "The master of clockwork music from the Crown City." 


Geddy made an ironic bow. "At your service." 


Alex shook his head. "Gary Weinrib.. That used to be a big name back then. | think | still have some of your 
works, though they cost me a fortune. But.. you disappeared twenty years ago! Where've you been? What in 
the Angels name happened to you? How did you end up here?" 

‘Its a long story. And please, call me Geddy." 


"Right." Alex scratched his chin, then shook his head again. "| can't believe it, the famous Mr. Weinrib, here, in 


my humble living-room. And I'm not even wearing my new shiny boots." 
Geddy snorted. "Never mind. They wouldn't go well with your spade, anyway. 


Alex mock-frowned at him. "Hey, what do you have against my spade?" 


"Oh, nothing, Indeed, when | first met you, | think | liked it better than | liked you." 


"You weren't supposed to like me at alll | intended to scare you off, not to make an impression. | thought you 


were a steamliner stowaway or a tramp." 


"Oh please. You thought | was the Anarchist, for crying out loud. And you were shaking like a leaf behind that 


spade." 

"| wasn't!" 

"Were too. Anyway, what about those meat balls? They smell delicious." 

That directed Alex's attention to a safer topic of dinner. Cooking was his passion along with gardening, he told 
Geddy as they enjoyed the result of his efforts. He'd started practicing both after his wife moved out. She'd 
gone to live with their oldest daughter and her husband to help them with the newborn twins, and thus far 
there had been no talk of her coming home. Without her, Alex had quickly learnt to do the housekeeping. It 


wasn't hard; he didn't need much to begin with, and tending for the garden gave him real pleasure. 


"Do you miss her?" asked Geddy, studying the bottom of his cup. "You must have been married for a long 


time." 
"| do, but.. | guess it's better for her to stay with the grandkids. She's always loved children." 
"And have you ever considered going to live with them, too?" 


"Me? Oh, l.. cant work without my workshop, can |, and there'd be no place for it in their house. Alice and 


Gianni have five kids now. No, I'm quite content here." 
"| see." 


They finished the pie in silence, and then Alex decided to ask the question that had been going round in his 


mind since the previous day. 

‘Listen, Geddy.. Not meaning to pry, but.. Really, how did you get here? All alone and overnight?" 

Geddy chewed the last piece, brushed the crumbs off his chin and goatee, and sighed. 

"The Regulators, how else?" 

That at least looked like the truth. The Regulators’ vehicles were almost soundless. Alex had seen them a 


handful of times when there were major incidents in the village, and marveled at the wondrous technology. 


They could move at a considerable speed without alerting anyone. 


"But why??" 


‘lm not allowed to live in the Crown City anymore. Nor in any other of the big cities, for that matter. This 
place is my last chance to appreciate the rightfulness and truth of our blessed Stability." 


Alex's eyes rounded in shock. "But what h.. | mean, are.. are you a criminal?" 

"Yes." Geddy closed his eyes briefly. "Yes, you could call me that. But | swear that I'm not dangerous to you or 
anyone. I've never done anything in my life to hurt another human being. My crime was solely against the 
Watchmaker." 

"You're not saying you're..." 


Geddy groaned. 


"No, Alex, lm not the Anarchist, and please-" His face darkened. "As I've already told you, he's dead. Worse 
than dead. Leave it" 


There was a pause during which they avoided each other's eyes. Alex was the first one to look directly at 


Geddy. 


"You don't seem very dangerous to me," he decided after a moment. "I mean, | don't really have much 


experience with criminals, but you don't look like one. | think” 
Geddy's lips quirked. "Well, thank you." 


"But there's something | still don't understand. The Regulators-did they just basically brought you here and 


dumped you in an abandoned house, with no spare clothes, no supplies, no nothing?" 
Geddy chuckled. 


“Actually, they gave me the key and stood watching as | climbed those damn porch steps. After they made 
sure | wasn't going to run, they just got into their vehicle again and left. All is for the best, indeed" 


There was bitter irony in his voice, and Alex who was brought up to believe in that very maxim, felt a sting 


of resentment. He quickly subdued it. 


"Well, it's not all that bad," he reasoned. "Tin Spring is a nice, quiet place to start over. With your skills, you'll 
earn your living easily. You've already met Neil-the one who bought your dragonfly-he's a very good friend of 
mine, and, you know," Alex lowered his voice, "he doesn't always obey the Watchmaker's decree on 


recommended prices." 


At that, Geddy laughed. 


‘I've known a lot of people who didn't. It ended badly for most of them. If your friend's still around, he must be 


damn good." 


"Neil's the best," Alex agreed, a little at a loss. Neil rarely talked to him about the downsides of his trade, and 


nothing he ever said could suggest that the job was perilous. 
Geddy smiled at his puzzled expression 


"You know what, actually, forget it. I'm a stupid old chatterbox sometimes. Now, I'd really like to see that 


workroom of yours. Shall we?" 


“Absolutely! I'll show you the thing I've been struggling with for the last couple of weeks. It's nothing special, 
but | thought it would make a good match for the violinist.” 


Geddy got up and straightened his knee painfully. 


‘lm going to see the workroom of the great Alex Lifeson and l'm not even wearing my new shiny leg. Now, 


that's a pity.” 


"Nonsense," Alex said, all reservations suddenly gone. "You're Geddy Weinrib. If l'm good enough for you, you're 


just as good enough for me. Come on" 


He offered Geddy an arm to lean on, and they headed together to his workroom. 


Chapter IV 


Author's Notes: 
Clockwork Angels: The Novel belongs to Kevin J. Anderson and Neil Peart. Alex, Geddy and Neil belong to 


themselves, and with each other. 


Chapter IV 


Alex and Geddy spent the most part of the following five weeks in each other's company, either tinkering in 
Alex's workroom or rearranging the Jenkins’ old house. It was overall in a decent shape, but needed clearing, 


some minor repairs, as well as kitchen utensils, towels and linen 


Geddy's leg had gotten better after a couple of days, and he was able to move around without assistance and 
even take longer walks to the village. Only the stairs gave him trouble, so much so that he had to abandon the 
upper floor of the house and limit himself to the ground level. He slept on the couch in the living-room, had 
meals in the tiny kitchen, and worked at the large dining table the Jenkins family used to gather round. 


The money he got from Neil ran out quickly, but with Alex's help, he had no lacking in alchemical powders and 
raw materials. Despite Alex's assurances that he was welcome to have meals with him as long as he wanted 
to, Geddy wasn't going to impose on his new friend's generosity. He'd learnt from his first mistake and put all 
effort into making things that were sure to sell and bring money-a music cabinet that played happy litle 
tunes, a windup doll, a pocket watch and a spyglass. Nothing like the dragonfly that sat on Alex's workbench. 


Meanwhile, Alex had been working on his new idea to design a flute player to make up a duo with his clockwork 
violinist. Aside from the obvious difficulty of improvising a tiny instrument that wouldn't sound like a squeak of 
a mouse, he faced with difficulties in constructing artificial lungs. The engineers of the Crown City had 

successfully developed brass windbags that could serve as a crude substitute for a human lung, but as far as 


Alex knew, no one had ever attempted to fit a pair of those into a hand-sized toy. 

"Why are you so obsessed with it?" Geddy asked one afternoon, right after the umpteenth modification burst, 
and the shreds of spun metal fabric were flapping in the air that was still being pumped through the tube. 
"Isnt there enough toys out there already?" 


Alex sighed, and started to clean up the mess. "It's that melody | composed some time ago. You know, a duo 


for a flute and a violin. | keep hearing it in my mind. Would be great to make something that can play it 
Geddy gave him a strange look. "It could be much easier to play it yourself” 


"What are you saying! You know it's not allowed” 


Geddy looked away, then turned back to Alex, eyes boring into his. "Yes. | know. But.. Aren't you ever tempted? 


Its a pretty secluded place, and your cellar is almost soundproof. No one would ever know." 
"But the Watchmaker -" 


"He can't hear you now. He's not omnipotent, nor does he know everything. He just likes us to think that he 


does." 


"But he's our loving Watchmaker! How can you say such things about him?" Then it suddenly dawned on Alex. 
"That's what you did in the first place, isn’t it? Thats why they kicked you out of the Crown City. You played 


live music!" 


Geddy's face hardened. He put the pincers he'd been fiddling with down on the table. "Yes, | did. Among other 
things." 


Whatever he expected Alex to do-to be horrified, to throw him out, to go to the Regulators-didn't happen. 
Surprisingly, Alex smiled. 


"l used to play live as a young kid, before the decree came out. Me and Neil, we had a band, or so we liked to 
call it. Once or twice a week, we would sneak out after supper and go to an abandoned old barn. There we could 
practice all night without disturbing anyone. We couldn't stop playing, you know, till my mother came looking for 
me. Sometimes she would sit down and listen to us for a while. Ah, those were the days." 


"What instrument did you play?" 


"The guitar. l'd bought it from a peddler. It was a shabby old thing; took one hell of a time to tune it right. Neil 
played the drum." 


"And then what happened?" Geddy asked softly. "After the decree?" 


Alex rubbed his forehead. "I think it hit Neil the hardest. You know, at the time | already worked for our local 
watchmaker. Neil didn't have anything except music. His family wanted him to take over the farm, but he 


hated it. As the news came, he was smitten. He left, and none of us had seen him for three years." 
"That must have been hard for you.” 


"You bet! He was my only friend and the only person | knew who could really appreciate music. | missed our 
playing so much | started to fiddle with toys, see, trying to make them sound real. That's when | first had that 
idea with the clockwork violinist.” Alex chuckled. "I think | still have some of the first designs stashed 


somewhere. They were pathetic." 


"The elbow joints were ingenious, though," Geddy observed. "You made a huge breakthrough in imitating a 


human body. A lot of research was based on your ideas." 


"That's what Neil told me when he came back. Something about the Alchemy College. He said | could go to the 
Crown City; they'd accept me. But | was already married and had my own workshop. | couldn't just drop 
everything, Charlene was pregnant." 

"So you've never heard of what came out of your invention?" 

"Not really, no. Neil stopped talking about it after a while, and anyway, | don't think | was ever that interested." 
"Good for you," Geddy muttered. "So, what did Neil do then?" 

"Well, he left again, basically. His family kind of disowned him, the farm went to his sister's husband. So he 
scratched up some money, bought a used cart and became a travelling salesman. He's been all over Albion, to 
all major cities, even abroad. He could have settled down anywhere, but | guess he just likes the road. He 
doesn't really have to come back here, you know, not anymore, but he still does, every now and then" 

"For you." 

"I'd like to think so." Alex picked up the remains of the clockwork flutist, took out its mainspring and studied it 
through a magnifying glass. "No good. Guess | wound it too tight. Anyway, | did use to play live music. Feels 
almost like a dream now." 


Geddy looked him in the face again, strange wistfulness in his eyes. "Don't you ever miss it?" 


“Sometimes. I've had my hands full for the most part of my life without it, though. And | still get to write 


music." 

"Clockwork music." It sounded almost as if the word disgusted Geddy. 

"Its still music. Not that much difference, really, and it sounds precisely the way you want it to." 

"Because a machine doesn't make mistakes." Geddy sighed. "Fine. I'm sorry; | shouldn't have brought it up." 
"Ah, that's perfectly fine. You reminded me of some of the really good times." 

Alex wasn't trying to be polite: he truly didn't mind the peculiar turns of his conversations with Geddy. He'd 
grown to like that outlandish man, his dry wit and pinpoint-sharp mind. Geddy must have been through a lot, 
but he didn't appear to be broken, just a little stiff and wary. When he decided that he could trust Alex, he 
opened up easily. 

He was an undisputed master of his trade; his deft hands flew around assorted pinions and wheels, framing 


them into something entirely new. And then there was music. Alex couldn't get enough of the clockwork 


dragonfly, the tune was both an anguish and a comfort, and it brought up feelings Alex couldn't quite explain 


He wanted more of it. 


"Say, Geddy," he ventured one day when they sat crammed in Alex's workroom again, each over his own work. 


"Why don't you ever make anything like that little dragonfly of yours?" 


Geddy looked up from the stubborn spring he was trying to fit into a chiseled watchcase. An amber magnifying 


lens in his right eye was giving him a somewhat comic appearance. 
"What?. Ah, that one. It's too fancy. Simple things are much more fun to make." 
"Really? And here | thought you liked the challenge," Alex teased. 


"| made my fair share of fancy things in the past. Maybe l'm into the challenge of good honest work now. 
Pocket watches and flick-knives do have their moments. Besides, fancy things are too expensive. Who's going to 


buy them here?" 


That didn't sound very convincing to Alex. He'd grown to know Geddy quite well and could tell when he wasn't 


being fully sincere. 
"You made the dragonfly," he insisted. "You had to know it would be hard to sell." 


"| didn't know anything. | just got to this place, and | needed money, quickly. | thought I'd rather make something 
unique than try to compete with the local mechanic. Well, | didn't know that the local mechanic was you." Geddy 
smiled. "It was my sheer luck that | bumped into your friend and he was willing to pay the price." 


The mention of Neil made Alex think of another argument. "He will be back in a couple of months, you know. 
And he will gladly buy fancy stuff, no matter how much you ask for it. He can bring it to the Crown City, or 
even to the South Cost. | always save some of my more intricate things for him. Ohava's a skinflint, it's thanks 
to Neil that | actually earn something. Why don't you make something for him, too? You could get more 


money." 


Geddy shook his head. "I can't sell my work to the Crown City. Don't you understand? It will be recognized. I'm 
not allowed to advertise the fact that | still live. | wasn't supposed to tell you who | am in the first place.” 


That was another thing Alex couldn't understand. Geddy's mysterious crime and subsequent exile seemed 
nothing more than a bizarre tale told in a tavern after one too many beers. How could the loving Watchmaker 
impose such a penance on anyone? What was it that Geddy had done? He seemed such a kind and educated 
man, the last one Alex would think capable of harming anyone. But he refused to talk about his past 
transgressions, and Alex had no heart to pry. 


Suddenly, he had an idea. 


"What if | buy it? Will you make something like that dragonfly for me? I'll pay whatever you ask for it" 

Geddy stared at him as if he doubted his sanity. "You'd waste you money on another stupid toy?" 

‘It won't be another stupid toy! It will be a thing made by Geddy Weinrib, even if I'll be the only one who knows 
that. | want to have more of your music. What you do now is not worthy of your brilliancy. All this stuff is 
just handicraft, but the dragonfly is a real work of art” 

Geddy took off his magnifying lens and placed it on the table. Then he put his face in his hands. 


"Brilliancy? Work of art? Oh, Alex." 


For a stupid moment, Alex thought Geddy was going to cry. He placed a hand on his shoulder. "Now, | don't 


know why you have to be so harsh on yourself-" 
‘lm not being harsh on myself! It's the truth. Clockwork music is fake." Geddy looked up, eyes dry and flaring. 
"You have to know it, you played the real thing. You remember how it is to make music by yourself, not 


through a windup mechanism. To really play it, dammit!" 


Alex stopped short, somewhat taken aback. Well yes, he had loved to play the guitar back in the days, loved 


Neil's precise drumming patterns that supported his trail of inspiration, and the melodies they created. 
"It.. was kind of nice, but we made a lot of mistakes." 


"That's how its supposed to be. You were learning. Nothing alive can be flawless; the only things that are 


flawless are dead" 

Those were almost the precise words Neil had said back then, after he'd returned from his self-imposed exile 
and found Alex settled down, married and content with making articles for the market. They had one hell of a 
fight, and Neil took off again, fuming. They'd never talked about it since. 

"Those are dangerous things you're saying," Alex noted. 

Geddy's eyes narrowed. "Are you going to report on me?" 


"Of course not! Just.. don't talk like that in the village. Some folks might not take it right." 


Geddy's shoulders relaxed a fraction. He chuckled. "Don't worry, l'm not going to preach among the crowd. I'm 


not quite there yet" 


Both fell silent for a while. Alex fumbled with a disfigured arm of yet another unfortunate clockwork flutist, 
avoiding Geddy's eyes. Geddy seemed to be considering something. Finally, he closed the lid of the half-ready 


watchcase and put aside the instruments. 


"Fine. | will write music for you. I'll even make something that'll be able to play it perfectly. And I'm not going to 
charge you anything, but you have to promise to listen to it when it's ready. Agreed?" 


"Oh, thank youl | will, | promise. What will it be, a music box?" 
"You have to promise not to ask questions, too." 


With that, Geddy picked himself up laboriously from the chair and collected his tool kit. Alex saw him out the 
front door, his mind in disarray. What Geddy said about live music violated several decrees at once. The 
citizens of Albion were expected to maintain precision and strive towards perfection, for perfection was the 
only worthy objective of a human life-those were the Watchmaker's words, quoted and reproduced by 


countless newsgraph offices all over the country. 


For that very reason, live music had been first declared a youthful sport, then it was discouraged, then 
forbidden. New methods of making music were being devised; elite groups of engineers developed human- 
identical clockwork musicians. The resulting mechanisms still hadn't reached the desired level of sophistication, 
but the engineers were making progress every year. So much so that the almanacs had already announced the 


commencement of research on the possibility of clockwork composers. 

Talking of live music as Geddy did, under such circumstances, was definitely out of place, but in a secluded 
village, far from the public eye, it was almost harmless. A fancy, perhaps, but surely not the desire to disrupt 
the Stability. Alex refused to believe that his new friend might be dangerous. Whatever Geddy had done in the 
past, he didn't deserve to be dragged down to an empty house and disposed of like a bag of dirty laundry. 
Could it be that the Regulators, or even the Watchmaker, had made a mistake? 

Alex shuddered, horrified by the blasphemous thought. 


He wished Neil were there. Neil would know what to do with all that, he always seemed to know everything. 


Alex sent a silent message to his friend to come back sooner, and returned to his work 


Chapter V 


Chapter V 


True to his word, the very same day Geddy started working on something he refused to show to Alex. He had 
to move back to his own improvised workshop and make use of Alex's spare melting pot and alchemical 
furnace. He looked so happy with it that Alex didn't have the heart to disturb him too often, although he found 
out that he missed Geddy at his workbench. Besides, Alex was curious. He tried to peek, but Geddy always 
managed to get rid of him gently before he had a chance to see anything. That made Alex feel strangely 
excluded. Indeed, as he toiled over his newest contraptions, he couldn't help but wonder how his solitary job 
just wasn't the same anymore. Thankfully, Geddy still appeared on his doorstep every day after work, usually 
with something delicious he had picked up at the grocery store. 


The weather in the last weeks of May was so fine that even Alex couldn't stay indoors all the time. His garden 
was in full bloom, a bright clash of violets, honeyberries and dog-bramble, opening to the sun. An overwhelming 
mixture of fragrances filled the air. 

That afternoon, Alex was trimming the hedge and talking to Geddy who was perched on a bench, his bad leg 
straightened, rewinding a coil of copper wire. The sun slanted in through the branches of the apple trees; a 
light breeze worried the leaves of the rose bushes. Everything in the world seemed to have reached the state 
of total bliss; it couldn't possibly get any better. 

Then Alex heard the chuffing of a steam engine. 


He put down the shears and drew himself up. 


"Why, if it isn't Lerxst Lifeson," a familiar booming voice called out to him from a distance. "And not crammed 


into his broom closet of a workroom for a change! I'll be damned!" 


Neil wasn't due to be back to Tin Spring for at least another month, but then again he had never been known 
for keeping a fixed schedule. 


"Oh, shut up, you!" Alex shouted back, waving at the familiar figure upon the battered cart, trudging slowly up 
the road. 


The cart stopped in front of the wicket gate, belching thick clouds of steam. Neil jumped off and got straight 


into Alex's open arms. 
"Didn't think you'd be back so soon, Pratt" 


"Sounds like you're not happy to see me," Neil winked, clapping Alex on the back 


Alex pretended to roll his eyes. "Am | ever." 

They laughed. Then Neil noticed Geddy on the bench, and squinted. 

"Didn't know you had guests," he said. "Hey, isn't that the fellow with the dragonfly?" 
"Yeah, that's him. He's my new neighbor now." 


Geddy stood up gingerly and gave Neil a slightly guarded up-and-down. Neil grinned. "| remember you, stranger. 
What's your name again?" 


Alex was pretty sure Neil hadn't mentioned Geddy's name when he had been telling him about their encounter 
at the ironmonger's. What is more, Neil's usual friendliness seemed just a little bit feigned. 


Geddy put the coil down on the bench and walked up to them, extending his hand. "Geddy Lee." 
Alex opened his mouth, caught Geddy's pointed look and closed it again 
"And you must be Neil?" 


"That's right. Neil Peart, certified salesman" He shook Geddy's hand, taking in his inappropriately long hair and 


carelessly untucked button-down without comments. "Settling in fine, | see?" 
"Indeed. Alex helped me out with the initial trouble." 
"A generous man, he is. To all worthy and undeserving alike." 


No one seemed to have anything to say to that, so after a slightly awkward pause Alex suggested, "Why don't 


we go inside and have something to drink? | got a nice bottle of apple cider." 


"Sure, why don't we." Neil fixed Geddy with a stony stare. "I'll go unload my cart. Didn't bother with precision 


jewels this time, but you can never be too careful." 


Geddy nodded, then shuffled back to pick up his coil, and turned to leave. Alex had to catch him by the 


shoulder. 

"Wait, where are you going?" 
Geddy shrugged a litle. "Home." 
"Why? Don't you want to join us?" 


"I though you would want some time to catch up with your friend” 


"That | would, but it doesn't mean | wouldn't appreciate your company. Come on, Ged, there's no need to be so 


formal. | want you and Neil to get to know each other properly." 
Geddy shrugged again. "Well, if you insist” 
Alex beamed. "That's more like it! I'm sure you'll get along just fine." 


‘Sure we will," Neil said pointedly. Geddy answered him with a blank look and hurried to catch up with Alex who 


was already strolling back to the house. 

Neil watched them go until they disappeared inside. Then he turned back to his cart and set upon unloading the 
most precious goods to store them into Alex's shed. He had a feeling that he'd be staying in Tin Spring longer 
than he had originally intended. 


* eX 

While Alex was in the kitchen, fixing up something to go with the cider, Geddy and Neil busied themselves in 
the living room with clearing the table from the assorted details and tools, and setting it for dinner. Neil 
frowned as Geddy opened the cupboard and started arranging plates and cutlery. 

"You seem to know your way around here quite well” 

Geddy mm-hmmed, noncommittally. 


"Been spending a lot of time in this house, haven't you?" 


"Not that much, really." Geddy placed the knives and forks next to each of the three plates and shuffled back 
to get the cups. 


"| see. You two have become quite some friends in the meantime, huh?" 

"You could say so," Geddy answered, unperturbed. 

The whole exchange could be heard perfectly well in the kitchen, and Alex was starting to get amused. He 
briefly considered coming to Geddy's aid, but decided against it. It seemed like his new friend was handling Neil 
quite well on his own 

"So, I've been recalling that fancy little dragonfly of yours," Neil said, "and | got to thinking.” 


"Oh?" 


The next part came quite unexpected, at least to Alex. 


"You sneaky bastard, does Alex know who you really are?" 


Now, that was too hostile even for Neil's gruffy manner. What exactly did he think he had figured out? Alex 
took the frying pan off the stove, placed it on the iron fixture on the counter, and strode out of the kitchen. 


Neil was sitting down, his expression grim, eyes boring into Geddy who stood frozen, half-turned to the 


cupboard. The tension in the room was almost palpable. 
"You shouldn't trust strangers so freely, Lerxst," Neil said. "That fellow is not what he says he is." 
Alex sighed. "I'm not an idiot, Pratt. | know." 


Neil didn't seem to have been comforted in the slightest, nor less suspicious. "Really? So he told you he's Gary 
Weinrib, the rogue mechanic who tried to sabotage the Cathedral of the Timekeepers? The bastard who had 


been making those goddamned Clockwork Percussors? " 


Neil had never bothered to conceal his hatred towards musical machinery; he bought Alex's violinists only 
because they were exclusive and brought a lot of money, making up Alex's daily bread. Also, because they 
were a damn good work, as he would sometimes grudgingly admit. It hadn't occurred to Alex that Geddy's past 


association with the man who had invented the Clockwork Percussors in the first place could cause trouble 
with Neil. 

But the Cathedral of the Timekeepers? Sabotage? 

Geddy's face remained inscrutable. "| didn't try to sabotage it. Not as such. And please, do call me Geddy." 
He looked at Alex, and there was a strange flicker in his eyes. But it was Neil he addressed as he started 


speaking. "Yes, | am Gary Weinrib, as I've already told Alex, and it's for my perfectly respectable job for Dr. 
Russel that | hate myself the most: 


Neil raised an eyebrow. 


"Alex told me you used to be a drummer," Geddy continued. "Believe me when | say that if I'd known how the 


things would turn out | would never in my life have picked up a screwdriver." 
This time he turned to Alex. "You've heard about the Clockwork Angels, haven't you?" 


The question was almost offending. Of course, Alex had heard about the greatest wonder of the Watchmaker's 
creations. Everyone in Albion had seen chronotyped images of four female figures in sparkling white, spreading 
their wings from high up the tallest tower of the Cathedral. In his younger, unmarried years, Alex used to 
dream about going to the Crown City one day, just to have a chance to see them with his own eyes. 


"What do the Angels have to do with this?" 


| know something about them, something that got me down here in the first place. You see, they reckoned if | 
did the stupid thing and went telling about it to the people, I'd be less dangerous here, and it'd be easier for 
them to off me quietly.” 


Neil narrowed his eyes. "What exactly do you know?" 


Geddy seemed to brace himself. "Well.. The Angels are not hundred percent machinery. That's the biggest 
secret in all Albion They used to be people once—the Watchmaker's most devoted followers. Only the few 
initiated know about that. They were real women, but he remodeled them and turned them into automatons." 


Geddy paused to take a breath. "One of them was my wife." 


Alex took a step back. It couldn't be true, what he was saying. It was a sacrilege, a desecration, the impact of 


the words almost physical. The very idea was an insult to everything the Stability, the beauty was all about 
Rage and hurt rose in Alex's throat as bitter as bile. 

"You're lying! 

Geddy shook his head, grimly. "It's the truth" 

"Why would the Watchmaker do that? He can make fully mechanical humans: 


"No one can make mechanical humans. Yet. But that isn't why he's doing that, | think. Indeed, what | think is 
that he's looking for a way to keep a live human brain in a fully automated body and thus to gain immortality. 
Alas, after all those years it still doesn't work He still needs living, breathing people to serve as a basis for his 


experiments." 

For a moment, Alex was unable to find words. And, really, what could he say? That Geddy was a filthy liar and 
the Clockwork Angels completely automated contraptions, the only perfect human replicas in the whole world? 
That the Watchmaker was already immortal and had no need of shady experiments to sustain his life? Alex 
pounced at the only inconsistence he could find in Geddy's story. 

"But the Angels have been there for hundreds of years! How could any of them be your wife?" 

Geddy shook his head again. "Not hundreds. No one knows exactly how much time has passed, but some reliable 
sources imply that the Stability couldn't have existed for more than one hundred and fifty years. And the 
Angels weren't the Watchmaker's first invention" 


"Still, it's too much time." 


"True. But the Angels that are out there now are not the original ones. Human parts.. wear down, eventually. So 


the Angles start to falter, to lose their serenity. With the human part dead, they behave like simple 


automatons. He has to replace them every fifty years or so." 


I've heard rumors," Neil cut in thoughtfully. "You pick up the strangest stuff on the road. There are talks 
about the Clockwork Angels being partly human. Most people think it's horse feathers, though." 


"Well, it's not." Geddy rubbed at his eyes. "He only uses volunteers-or so he likes to say, anyway. It doesn't 
matter. Nancy was a brilliant mechanic and a passionate believer in the Stability. We met at a technicians’ 
workshop. She used to teach at the Engineering College, and the Watchmaker picked her for his very special 
crew-the one that operated the coldfire nexus. He said she was destined for greatness, promised her eternal 


life. She left me on her fortieth birthday" 


There was an echo of old, dull pain in his voice as he went on. "It took many years for me to accept it and to 
realize who was to blame. Our lives had been so regulated, so damn.. scheduled. | knew where she had gone, and 
still | continued to open my workshop at exactly the same time every morning. And | went to the Cronos 
Square every week for five years. She was right there, up the tower, the same face, the same voice. But she 
wasn't my Nancy anymore. She became so much more than a simple human, and she talked to the crowd, not 


to me." 


Geddy chuckled mirthlessly. "| started playing live music then, just to try and still the agony. Or maybe it was 
my way to rebel, | don't know anymore. A neighbor reported on me, and | was officially reprimanded. The 
Watchmaker chose not to punish me then. | had been a model citizen all my life, after all. | didn't take the 


warning and went on with what | was doing. | almost wanted to be arrested" He trailed off. 
"Where's your wife now?" Alex asked softly. 


“Still there, up in the clock tower. | couldn't save her. Perhaps if I'd tried to do it sooner.. but at the time | did 
she already was beyond saving. They helped me sneak into the Cathedral one night. The Angels were there in 
their alcoves, disengaged. | managed to animate her, but she didn't recognize me. She just stared into space and 
repeated all that nonsense the Watchmaker had programmed her with. Then | tried to remove the device that 
controlled her machinery, but she just stopped functioning after that. So | put it back, and ran" 


"At the risk of throwing the story off track," Neil cut in again. "Who are they?" 


Geddy looked up at them with a strange, wistful smile. "The anarchists." He chuckled at Alex's shocked 
expression. "Yes, Alex, you were right about me, in a way. | used to associate with the people who followed the 
steps of the greatest criminal in Albion" 


At that moment he must have realized that he'd been standing stiffly in the middle of the room all the time, 
or maybe his leg was hurting him again, so he limped up to the table and lowered himself gingerly onto a chair. 


Alex and Neil were watching in silence, waiting for him to go on. 


"The anarchists found me at the time when | was practically waiting for the Regulators to appear on my 


doorstep. They helped me get into the Cathedral and arranged my escape. | didn’t really have anywhere to go 
afterwards, so | stayed with them." 


"You set about blowing things up, too?" Alex looked positively horrified. 


"Ah, no, no," Geddy barked a soft laugh. "The anarchists were smarter than their unlucky predecessor in a lot 

of ways. For one, they didn't try to destroy railroads and kill innocent people. Not even to upset the clockworks 
of the cities, so that hardly anyone even knew we were there. What we did, though, was smuggling things from 
abroad—books, musical instruments, alchemical powders, precision jewels. All sorts of embargoed supplies from 


Atlantis. My job was to supervise a secret storehouse in the havens." 


"Smugglers," Neil muttered to himself. "Well, that explains some things. | heard about a raid on the City Havens 
five months ago. The almanacs reported the capture of a whole ring of disturbers. | wonder how you managed 


to escape that." 


‘| didn't. When they broke into the storehouse, | tried to resist, but they shot me in the knee, and that was 
that, actually. | don't remember much of anything after that. | woke up in prison. There was no tribunal, they 
just patched me up, threw me into their vehicle and brought me here. | am to keep my mouth shut about who 
| really am and try to mend my ways. | suppose l'm not doing a very good job of it so far." He winced, not 


looking anyone in the eye, and trailed off to silence. 


Alex was feeling numb with all the revelations, and cold all over. How could all of this be true? The Angels, the 
anarchists, the Regulators shooting at people? He'd never in his life seen a Regulator even wield a gun. Was it 
possible that Geddy was simply mad? 


But deep inside Alex knew that it wasn't. Geddy was sitting at the table spread for dinner, propped up on an 
elbow, his bad leg stretched out. He looked sad, exhausted and perfectly sane. 


"Why didn't the Watchmaker just kill you, then?" Alex asked. "You know his secrets. Why did he let you go?" 


Geddy snorted bitterly. "Because this is my punishment exactly. | am no threat to him. I'm old, crippled, useless. 
Where would | go? Who would believe me? | have no means to contact my fellow anarchists, and | don't even 
know if anyone's still out there. | have nothing left. Perhaps it would have been better if that bullet had gone 
right through my scull instead of my knee and saved me the trouble." 


Dont, Alex wanted to say, but couldn't get his throat to work It felt too tight. 


Geddy ran a hand over his face. "I think | lost my appetite. Sorry | ruined yours, too. Anyway, | should probably 
go. | do apologize, Alex. For everything." 


He struggled up, painfully, and shuffled off and out of the door, not looking back. 


Chapter VI 


Chapter VI 


That night Alex couldn't get to sleep. The revelations of the day crowded round him like ghastly phantoms. He 
had been tossing and turning for several hours, but still remained wide awake, his mind furiously working. 
Through the window of his bedroom, he could see light in the opposite house. Time dragged on, but it wouldn't 
go out. 


Suddenly, he couldn't stay in bed any longer. 

He got up and got dressed in the dark, not bothering with a candle. Then he crept down the stairs, trying to be 
as quiet as possible. Pale moonlight flooded the living room; synchronized ticking of a dozen clocks filled the 
silence. Neil was snoring peacefully in the spare bedroom. 

Alex put on his old garden boots and walked outside. 

His heart seemed to be hammering some wrought iron piece in his chest as he climbed the familiar porch 
steps and knocked on the whitewashed door. Geddy opened right away. He looked worn out and pale as a ghost, 
but he shifted aside to let Alex in. 


| couldn't sleep." 


"Me neither," Geddy sighed, and limped into the room. He was in his shirtsleeves, the collar unbuttoned, his hair 


in disarray. "Do you want some tea?" he asked without turning back. 

"No, thanks, I'm good." 

Alex followed him, uneasiness gnawing at the pit of his stomach. The big dining table was littered with assorted 
mechanical parts, as usual, but at a fleeting glance, there was nothing that could be the musical contraption 


Geddy had promised to make for him. Perhaps he'd thrown it away. 


A lone stub of a candle was flickering to its end in the middle of the table. Geddy fumbled for a flint and lit a 


fresh one. 
"So." Alex pulled out a chair and sat down, hands folded on his knees. "Fancy a talk?" 


Geddy sighed again. "Not especially. But | suppose there are things you still want to know, right?" He sank 
heavily on the couch, holding on to his bad knee. It bent with a faint metallic screech. 


Alex gave him a sympathetic wince. "Artificial joint?" 


"Yeah. Crude work. Could have devised a better one myself, but | wouldn't be able to install it 
"I see. So, um. | wanted to ask you anyway, so-why Geddy? What does it actually mean?" 


A faint smile touched Geddy's lips. "Oh, nothing in particular. Its just how my wife used to call me. And Lee 


was my mother's maiden name." 

Alex shifted in his seat. "Mind if | ask what you've been making for me? The thing you, uh, promised?" 
Geddy looked away. "A guitar. A real one. Do you still want to have it?" 

"Yeah, |... Yeah." 

"Good" 


They fell silent. Alex studied his hands, rough from decades of working with metal and alchemical fire. Would 


they even be able to play a musical instrument anymore? 


"What happened to the Anarchist?" he asked out of the blue. "The original one? You have to know if you've 


been his follower." 

It's not a nice story." 

"| bet. But you've told us so much already-you might as well tell me this, too." 

Geddy drew a long breath. "Indeed, | might as well. Fine. The Anarchist is still alive, after a fashion He's stored 
in the History Museum of the Crown City, and there's a key sticking out of his back. If you wind him up, he'll 
recite a passage about the benefits of our blessed Stability.’ 

Alex shuddered. 

"The anarchists tried several times to sneak in and destroy him, but the museum is guarded too well.” 

"But why? | mean, | believe you about the Angels, but a windup doll? The Anarchist?" 

"Have you not been listening? That's the Watchmaker's ultimate goal-to create a perfect race of human 
automatons, which are flawless, predictable and immortal. Which will never renounce the Stability or his rule. 
His work is still far from completion, but he's learnt a lot from independent mechanics, like late Dr. Russel. Or 
like us." 

Alex thought about the artificial elbow joint he had designed for his clockwork violinist. With careful calculation, 


it could be enlarged to fit for a human-size subject. He recalled the praise the Watchmaker had accorded to 


him in the almanac. 


"| didn't know." 
"Neither did |, for forty years." 


The night was warm, but the old house felt chill and damp-perhaps because of all the unused space. Alex 
couldn't bring himself to ask any more questions, so they just sat there in silence, the candle slowly burning 
down. Soon Geddy sagged on the couch, leaning against the backrest. His eyelids were drooping. Alex wanted to 
get up and say goodnight, let him catch at least some sleep, but his body suddenly seemed to weigh a ton, and 
his tongue was sluggish. He closed his eyes for a moment, just to clear his vision, and fell into a bottomless 


void. 


He dreamed of a proud woman turned into an ethereal creature, and a man sentenced to serve as a mockery 
of his own creed. He dreamt of his life, the best part of it spent in blissful ignorance, and of Neil, trudging 


along endless roads in his old cart. 


Alex woke up with a start at the crack of dawn, stiff and shivering, with a crick in his neck. In the dim morning 
light, Geddy was sleeping, half-lying uncomfortably against the toss pillow. Alex stretched out a bit, silently 
cursing at his back, then tiptoed to the couch. He lifted Geddy's legs up carefully and placed them under the 
comforter. Then he walked quietly out the door. 


* eK 


Despite the ungodly hour, Neil was already up and busy in the kitchen. He didn't seem to be in a much better 
mood than the previous evening, but he had a kettle boiling and some very tasty-looking scrambled eggs 


sizzling on the stove. 
"So, how's he doing, then?" he asked without turning his head. 


"Uh, not that bad, | guess. As they say, sleep's the best remedy," Alex answered, a little sheepishly. He knew 
Neil well enough and waited for the other shoe to drop. 


Neil turned down the fire and finally deigned to look at Alex, crossing his arms over his chest. "So you're not 


going to stop keeping company with that lunatic, are you?" 


"Oh, come on, Neil. Geddy's not a lunatic; he's a great mechanic and a damn fine composer. He's just been 


through a lot. He'll come round" 


"That's not what | mean," Neil gritted his teeth, pointedly not raising his voice. "Can't you see? He's dangerous. 
He's already got on the wrong side of the Watchmaker, no less, and he's going to drag you right down with him 
if you're not careful. Do you want to be marched out of here, sent to live in the other end of the country, 


never see your home and your family again?" 


| don't see much of them as it is," Alex grumbled. "How come you're so worldly-wise all of a sudden?" 


"Been places, heard things. Not the places your new friend used to frequent, though, but | have eyes, and ears, 
and a brain to put them to good use. The Watchmaker is not our loving benefactor, he's a tyrant. And it's 
getting worse. He wants to control more and more of our lives. He's already gotten so powerful he can make 
people change their minds against their will. | don't want to mess with that man, and believe me, you don't want 


it either." 
"So you're saying he won't leave Geddy alone?" 


‘lm saying Geddy's not gonna let him. Ask him if he's going to straighten up and live a quiet life, happy to be in 
one piece, and make music boxes for the market. No, | bet he's already planning to do something stupid, and 
this time it will be the end of him. | don't want you to lose your life on account of some rebellious crackpot." 


Alex thought of the real guitar Geddy had promised to make for him, and smiled a little. Aloud, he said, "Get 
that pan off the stove before you burn our breakfast, Pratt. It's awfully nice of you to care, but Im a big 
boy. | can handle it." 


"| wish," Neil muttered. "But I'm not going anywhere till | find out what that fella is up to.” 


"You're welcome to stay here for as long as you like, I've told you that many times." Alex patted him on the 
back. "And now lets have breakfast. No use preaching to a hungry man" 


They ate in polite neutrality, neither fancying raising the topic of clockwork music again. After that, Neil went 
through his merchandise and picked out the articles that held at least some hope of selling at the ironmonger's 
or the toyshop. If he were going to stay in Tin Spring, he would need money. 


The day went by almost as usual. Neil drove down to the village and came back with his cart full of food and 
supplies. Meanwhile, Alex had been tinkering with some less intricate contraptions-more to get his hands busy 
than out of actual inspiration. The carcass of the clockwork flutist sat at the far corner of his workbench, 


forgotten. Alex doubted he would ever have the vibe to work on it again. 


He told himself he wasn't waiting for the clock to strike six-the time Geddy would usually show up, but as it 
drew nearer, he became increasingly anxious. The shutters on the windows of the opposite house remained 


tightly closed, and there had been no sign of Geddy since Alex had left him in the morning. 


What if the yesterday's revelations had been too much for him? He might want to be left alone for a while 
after all those secrets have spilled out of him. Or he might feel sick; ailments came unexpected at their age 
and could be quite uncomfortable. In that case, Alex had to go to him right now. On the other hand, it was 
unbecoming to barge in It was bad enough that he'd done it last night; if Geddy wanted to stay away from 
him, Alex had to respect that. But what if he needed help? 


Alex's uncertainty lasted for another hour. As the dozen clocks and his pocket watch gently chimed seven, he 


pushed himself from the workbench and strolled out of the room. 


A cold hand clutched at his stomach as he knocked on Geddy's door. Some time during this long afternoon he 
realized that he couldn't bear to live alone anymore, with his clockwork musicians his only company between 
Neil's occasional visits. He didn't know what he was going to do if something happened to Geddy. Turn around 
and leave the village, probably. Steamliners covered long distances; perhaps he could stow away on one of them 


and go searching for Geddy's friends, if any of them were still alive and on the loose. He would tell them what 


happened, and then he'd decide what to do next. 


He just knew one thing-he wasn't going to get back to his workroom and go on living like Geddy had never 
existed. 


He knocked again. After a small eternity, the door opened. 
"Oh, um, Alex. | wasn't expecting you today.” 


Geddy looked like he'd been working all day-greasy and exhausted, and bleary-eyed with strain, but he glowed 
with a slightly mad light of inspiration 


Alex felt a mixture of relief and cold premonition. "| was worried. May | come in?" 


Geddy wiped his hands on a piece of rag. "Actually, it may be a good thing you're here. I'm almost done. Come 


on in and close the door, please." 


Jittering, Alex stepped inside and locked the door. All the windows were shuttered, the only light coming from 
an oil lamp in the living room. And there on the table, among scattered tools and pieces of wire, sat the guitar. 
It was a bit different from the one Alex used to own when he was a kid-smaller and less curved, its six 
strings made of fine metal wire. It had gleaming brass frets, and its machine heads were furnished with 
additional little pinions for finer tuning. Maybe that was how they made guitars in Atlantis, or wherever Geddy 


and his anarchist friends used to smuggle instruments from. Alex loved it immediately. 
"It still needs some final adjustments," Geddy said from behind his shoulder. "But you can try it” 


Alex took the instrument reverentially in his hands, polished metal surfaces cool against his sweaty palms. He 
plucked the strings, and it felt even better than he remembered. The sound was crystal clear, but rich and 
deep, nothing like the squeaking of his clockwork violinists. No need to adjust to their cobweb-thin strings and 
imperfect joints anymore. He could play anything he liked. 


From the days of his youth, he remembered a melody-a quick and happy tune he had composed at the age of 
no older than sixteen. He'd tried many timed to put it to clockwork, but the essence of it somehow escaped 
music boxes, making the result jarring and shrill. Now he played it exactly how he remembered it, how it was 


supposed to sound, and it flew like a rapid river over the stones. It made him feel young again. 


As he hit the final note and looked up, he was startled to find Geddy's eyes glistening. Alex frowned. People 


were generally happy in Tin Spring; he doubted he'd ever seen tears since his kids grew up. 
"Ged?" he ventured. "What's wrong?" 

"Oh, nothing, just.. It's so good to hear music again. | missed it." 

"So you liked it?" 


Geddy gave him a brilliant smile. "Oh yes. You've to be a real fine composer to make those stupid little toys of 
yours sing like they do. As a player, though, you're a bit out of practice." 


"What?" Alex didn’t really expect Geddy to be awe-stuck with his childish attempt at composing, but a bit out 
of practice was not exactly what he wanted to hear, either. Some of his annoyance must have shown on his 
face, because Geddy gave a most impetuous silvery laugh. "I think we can easily remedy that," he said, placing 
a hand on Alex's shoulder, "If you're up to it 


"Oh, | am up to it," Alex answered in kind. "But you promised to write something for me, too, if my memory 


serves me. So let's see how much out of practice you are." 

Geddy grinned at him. "Your wish is my command." 

He took the guitar and sat down, placing it on his lap. He seemed more confident with it than Alex had been- 
obviously, he'd been practicing the forbidden art much more often. And then he started playing. He used a 
different technique: rather than slapping the strings, like Alex had done, he picked them with the tips of his 
fingers, making softer, tenderer sounds. The melody drifted like lazy clouds in the sky. Geddy hummed along 
without actual words, softly, and Alex marveled at the unexpected youthfulness of his voice. 

Then, suddenly, there came a sharp, angry knock on the door. 

Geddy stopped playing and cowered around the guitar, his eyes darting to the kitchen, where a small backdoor 
led into the overgrown vegetable garden and further into the fields. Alex laid a hand on his arm. "Don't worry, 


its not the Regulators. Not yet." 


Indeed, it wasn't. As Alex opened the door, a stormy-faced Neil pushed past him and strode into the living 


room without asking permission. 
"Are you out of your mind? Both of you? | could hear you from out in the garden!" 
Geddy stole a surreptitious glance at the closed shutters. 


"Those are no use, you moron! The whole house is not soundproof, and it's not designed to be. Neil turned to 


glare at Alex. "Are you trying to get yourself arrested?" 


"Eh, well, no one ever comes here anyway, so what if we were a little noisy?" 


Neil growled through gritted teeth. "/ come here, and | could hear you alright. What if | were some stray 


neighbor or a Regulator on patrol?" 
Geddy scowled at him, clearly not backing down. He was still clutching the guitar, his mouth a thin, firm line. 
Alex felt the need to defend him. He smiled sheepishly at Neil. "Oh, come on. No Regulator had ever patrolled 


here since.. since, | don't know, Vinnie joined the Watch?" 


Neil snorted. "There's been no need for that till he showed up." He pointed at Geddy. "Now they'll be coming 


back to check on him sooner or later." 


Then Geddy finally stood up and put aside the guitar. "Fine," he said, "You're right. We were careless. We'll have 
to find a better place for it next time." 


"There isn't going to be a next time!" 
"With all due respect, | don't think it will be up to you to decide." 


Alex stepped in between them. "Stop it. Please. We don't have to fight now; we haven't done anything wrong. 
Well, not so terribly wrong, anyway." 


Both Geddy and Neil gave him a look. 


‘Or maybe we did, whatever. The thing is | want to do it again And | don't give a damn if it's forbidden. We 
don't have anything to lose at this point, now do we?" 


"But what about your family?" asked Neil. 

"They're safe and far away from here. It won't hurt them." 

Neil looked at him with a new expression in his eyes, something between bewilderment and wonder. Anger 
seemed to melt out of him. "I always thought it would be me to convince you to take up music again" His 
shoulders sagged a little. "Never really had the guts to tell you." 

Alex blinked at him. "To tell me what?" 

"| never stopped playing after the decree came out. The Regulators are pretty thorough about it in the back 
country, but in the big cities, there are still places where a guy with a drum can have the pleasure of beating 


the crap out of it” He smirked. "Sometimes accompanied by other offenders of the same persuasion" 


Geddy nodded as if he knew very well what Neil was talking about. 


"Wait a minute." Alex waved a hand in front of him. "Are you saying that you still have a drum? A real 


drum?" 
"Um, three of them, actually. But they're rather small drums." 
"But you're supposed to get searched at every station!" 


At that, Neil grinned broadly. "Now, my old cart is not as simple as she'd lead you to believe. No Regulator had 


ever gotten a glimpse of what | didn't want him to see." 


Alex needed a moment to digest that confession. He simply couldn't find words. He knew Neil didn't always 
adhere to the Watchmaker's decree on recommended prices, and suspected he occasionally got involved into 
more dubious affairs, but playing live music? For all those years, without ever uttering a single word about it? 


Did he think Alex would have reported on him? 
He shook his head, admitting defeat. "I feel like a huge idiot." 


‘lm sorry, Lerxst, | just couldn't bring myself to tell you, you were so happy with Char and the kids and your 
new trade. If I'd told you, you'd have wanted to go with me, but you wouldn't be able to leave your family. It 


would've broken you in two." 


"And what exactly has changed now? Except that I've spent my whole life tinkering with useless toys, and my 


only two friends are secretive, law-breaking bastards?" 


Neil hung his head. And then Geddy, who had been silent all along, placed his both hands on their shoulders. 
"Now, gentlemen, no need to fight over, ahem, not spilled milk. | know that lost possibilities hurt, but if my 
misadventures ever taught me anything, it is that all is not lost as long as you still breathe. I'd say it appears 
like we have a quorum. Two guitarists and a drummer—that looks awfully like the thing that in those good old 


days someone might have called a band" 
Its still dangerous," Neil warned. 
Alex gave him an acid look. "Well, if you could do it.." 


"Oh, alright, then. Someone's got to keep an eye on you mad artificers." Neil clapped them on their backs so 


hard that Geddy reeled. "Let's do it" 


Chapter VII 


Author's Notes: 
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Chapter VII 


The apple trees in Alex's garden were heavy with ripening fruit. Actually, most of them were crabapple trees, 
but Alex had taken such good care of them that the harvest was constant and plentiful every year. 


The basket was already full to the brim, so he gave in to the temptation and bit into one small, hard apple. The 
sourish sweetness made his mouth water. Perhaps it wasn't good enough for eating raw, but was perfectly fit 
for making cider and apple tarts. Two baskets of such apples would buy him an equally large basket of 


provisions for several days. 


It had been over three months since he'd stopped making clockworks for a living, and so far he had no regrets. 
To his fellow villagers he complained about his eyes not being the same anymore and his lungs needing more 
fresh air. There was a short note about it in the daily almanac, and a week later a printed card arrived from 
the Watchmaker, congratulating him on his happy retirement. Alex stuffed it to the bottom of the linen 


drawer, for precaution's sake. 


Neil hadn't announced his retirement in as many words, but he'd been staying with Alex through the whole 
summer and made himself quite comfortable in the spare bedroom. He sold out all of his supplies, and then 
started working in the garden with Alex. Unlike his reclusive friend, Neil wasn't averse to going to the tavern in 
the evenings once in a while and having a few drinks. Once, the newsgraph office operator inquired politely if Tin 
Spring should congratulate itself on the population increase. Neil answered that he couldn't say for certain, and 
as the operator suggested that he might want to pay a visit to his family farm now that he was in the 
neighborhood, Neil replied tersely that he'd rather not. 


Geddy had tried to help them with the garden, but his leg was giving him so much trouble that in the end he 
had to stick to clockworks. He made twice as much money as Alex and Neil put together, but it didn't really 
matter: they had long ago joined their finances and had most of their meals in Alex's kitchen anyway. 


They spent the greater part of the days in his cellar, too, composing and playing music. Geddy had made 
another guitar for himself-a bulkier one, with a longer neck and deeper, bassier sound. It would pick up the 
rhythm Neil was pounding on his drums and carry it further, laying the ground for Alex's clearer and more 


delicate tones. 


Much to Alex's dismay, he was more than a bit rusty and had to struggle to keep pace with Geddy and Neil. 
Melodies bubbled out of him just as they always had, but he hadn't played for forty years and now had to 


learn again to set his awkward fingers against the fretboard and move them in time with the other players. 
Sometimes he was too slow, other times too quick, yet other times too bumpy. He didn't have much time to 
despair, though. The music they made was so rich, and so fresh, and he got to weave in little fragments he'd 
been keeping in his heart for years, even decades. Tunes too complicated for clockwork players or too serious 
for music boxes, or simply too bizarre to introduce to anyone. Geddy and Neil responded to everything. It was 


as if the three of them were destined to play together. 
That summer Alex turned sixty-one, and it seemed to be the happiest time in his entire life. 


„The apple was hard; it made Alex's jaw ache. He chewed at it stubbornly, looking at the trees, golden in the 
slating rays of the midday sun. Something caught his eye; he squinted at the road that led out of the village, 


and there, in the distance, he saw a cloud of dust, rolling closer. 


Nei, he thought automatically-no one else had come from that direction for years. But Neil's cart was in the 
shed, as usual-he could see it through the half-open door. Besides, Neil had gone to the butcher's to get 


something for dinner, and that was in the opposite direction 


The cloud was drawing nearer, fast, looking more and more like a steam engine vehicle. Alex was about to warn 
Geddy who had been watering the carrots back in the vegetable garden, but as he turned back, Geddy was 
nowhere to be seen. There was only the watering pot, carefully placed between the patches. Alex took a deep 
breath, bit into the crunchy apple again, and waited for the Regulators to arrive. 


Perhaps it was just the three guards who served at the Blue Watch outpost twenty miles to the west. They 
usually had no business coming down to the village, but maybe something out of the ordinary had happened 
and someone had gone over to fetch them. The hope was feeble, and it evaporated as the unfamiliar vehicle 
approached the Jenkins’ house and came to a halt at the side of the road. Four men in dark blue uniforms got 
out and strode purposefully to the wicket gate. Geddy never bothered to lock it, so in a second they were 


marching across the unkempt lawn. 

Alex watched them climb up the porch steps and bang at the front door. It took them some time to make 
sure they weren't going to get any answer. Then the Regulators retreated to their vehicle and had a brief 
discussion, after which one of them strode up to Alex's hedge. 


"Good day, citizen," he called out in a gruff voice. 


"Why, and a good day to you, sir," Alex hollered back, sweating. He hoped the distance was long enough for the 
Regulator not to see the beads forming on his forehead. "Can | be of any help?" 


"Do you know the person who currently occupies that house?" 
Alex's mind was working frantically. What did the Regulators want from Geddy? Were they just making sure he 


stayed where he was supposed to be? Or had they somehow gotten wind of what the three of them had been 
up to lately? 


"Oh, the limp guy? Yeah, he lives right over there. Keeps to himself most of the time. He's a bit off his head, 


if you know what | mean, but harmless, really.." 
"Where is he now?" the Regulator interrupted. 


"Uh... oh... | think he's gone off to the village. Yeah. He just minds his own business, nothing to worry about, | 


assure you." 


"Your assistance is appreciated." The Regulator turned about face and marched back to his companions, his 


movements quick and perfectly measured. It looked rather eerie. 


Alex wiped at his brow with the back of his hand, waiting for his stomach to uncurl. He shot a furtive look at 
the vegetable garden. Where the hell was Geddy anyway? Had he seen the vehicle and taken cover, or had he 


just gone inside for a sip of water and was about to come out any minute? 


The Regulators must have made some decision Two of them stayed behind to keep an eye on the house, while 
the other two strode off at the same smart pace in the direction of the village. They would look around and 


find out in no time that Geddy wasn't there. And then what? Would they start searching the houses? 
They'd probably search his house, too. They'd find the guitars. 


Alex threw away the half-eaten apple and headed for the front door, slowly, so as not to attract more of 
their attention. The house was quiet and looked empty. They'd gotten careless over the last few months, since 
nobody ever bothered to come and check on them. Sometimes they would even get so bold as to take the 
instruments out of the cellar. That very morning, Alex had brought Geddy's guitar up to the workroom to see 
what was wrong with one of the machine heads. He'd left it on the table; now it was gone. 


He breathed a small sigh of relief. 


Then he locked the door. It wouldn't hold for long if the Regulators tried to knock it in, but at least it was 
something. Alex wondered briefly how he had come to be so uptight about the ultimate enforcers of the 
Stability, the very men he was supposed to welcome. He brushed aside the thought. No time for this, he 
needed to make sure that Geddy was safe. 


He grabbed a candle and a matchbox and crept down the staircase. It was pitch-dark in the cellar. Alex stepped 
inside and felt, rather than heard, a human presence trying to be as inconspicuous as possible. "It's me," he 
whispered, and there was a faint answering rustle in the darkness. 


" Alex?" 


"Yeah. It's safe for now, they don't know you're here." 


He struck a match. The candle came to life, and in the flickering light he saw Geddy poised in defense two steps 


away from the door, armed with a poker. He looked pale, but very determined 
Alex rolled his eyes. "Oh, put that down, for heaven's sake. You'll only hurt yourself" 

His words didn't seem to register with Geddy. "Where are they?" 

"Well, two of them are locking for you in the village, and the other two are watching over your house" 
"Have they broken in?" 

'Not that I've seen" 


"They might be coming in right now" Geddy started limping up and down, tap tapping the poker against his good 
leg. "I've got stuff lying around there, they'll know what I'm up to. Dammit!" 


"Did you know they were coming after you?" 

"Nol" 

"What could they possibly want? Do you think they know about the music?" 
Geddy shook his head desperately. "Alex, | don't know. | have no idea" 


Alex gently took the poker from him and placed it on the table. "Well, let's not start panicking just yet. It may 
be nothing. Perhaps the Watchmaker just wanted to hand you a retirement card" 


Geddy snorted faintly. "Somehow | don't believe that." 


‘Or maybe they'll think you took off, and go searching for you somewhere else." Alex patted his shoulder. 
"C'mon, take heart. We'll think of something.” 


Geddy seemed to relax somewhat under his hand. "I'm not afraid of what happens to me." 
"| know." 


"It's just that.. we've been doing so well up until now. | should have known it couldn't last." 


"We'll think of something," Alex insisted with the confidence he didn't feel. He'd known for the last three months 
that they were breaking the law, but it had never occurred to him just how thin the ice was. Would the 
Regulators arrest him if they discovered musical instruments in his cellar? He hoped that at least Neil would 
know what to do. Neil had been living dangerously for the most part of his life, he must have some experience 


in this matter. 


"You should go upstairs," Geddy said, sensing his uneasiness. "If they come, pretend you don't know anything.” 
"But what about you?" 

| won't be going anywhere, don't worry," Geddy gave him a slightly crooked grin. "Just leave me the candle." 
"Do you want me to bring you something to eat?" 

"No, I'll be fine. Go." 

Alex put the candle down on the workbench and hovered there, uncertain. He didn't like the idea of leaving 
Geddy alone down here, but there was no other way. So he sighed and started climbing up the old staircase, 
feeling Geddy's eyes on his back. Despite everything he'd been taught through all his life, he could find neither 


loyalty nor respect in his heart for the Regulators. He was afraid of them. 


* * 

The afternoon stretched on as the golden daylight gradually faded into amber. Alex tried to go about his daily 
routine-to read a book, to mend an old sock, to start dinner, anything, but he was too much on edge to do 
anything useful. Basically, he just hung about the house, fretting. He would sneak glances out the windows now 
and then and always see the same picture: the gleaming steam engine vehicle and two Regulators, perfectly 
still and unmoving, as if they were mechanisms. 

It didn't usually take more than half an hour to walk down to the village, have a chat with the butcher while 
he sliced meat for you, maybe greet a couple of passers-by and get back, and yet Neil didn't return until well 
after six in the evening. He looked gloomy and focused. 

"Where's he?" Neil hissed as soon as he was inside. 

Alex silently gestured at the stairway to the cellar. 


"Get him up here. I'll close the shutters." 


They gathered in the dim living room, lit only by the threads of the dying light coming in through the gaps in 


the shutters. Neil's eyes gleamed in the semi-darkness. 
"The backdoor. Is it locked?" 
"|" Alex stammered, "I think so." 


"Good" Neil's heavy gaze shifted to Geddy. "The tin soldiers are breaking into your house right as we speak. Do 
you have anything there that they mustn't find?" 


"l'm afraid | do." 


"Then why the hell did you hide? If they didn't know before that you were up to something, they sure know 


now. 
"I didn't have time to think properly, you know." 

"Yeah, you got scared and lost your head." Neil's frown deepened. "You really should have known better.” 
Geddy shrugged apologetically. "My associates used to tell me | wasn't cut out for field work." 

"Right." Neil rubbed the bridge of his nose and sighed. "Let's leave it for now. Here's what | managed to find 
out. They've been looking for you all over the village. Apparently they have an order on your name, signed by 
the Watchmaker himself. Its your sheer luck that you've made friends with this loyal fool here, anybody else 


would have sold you off in a minute." 


Alex felt the need to examine his boots, but Neil wasn't about to elaborate on that. "So," he asked Geddy, 


“what are you going to do?" 
"LL dont know." 

"Well, are you going to give yourself up to them? Or do you intend to run?" 
"Run?." Geddy looked at Alex, confused. "Im afraid | can't run very fast" 
Neil fixed him with a cold eye. "You can't stay here’ 


The calculated cruelty of his words appalled Alex. Was he hearing things, or did Neil really just show Geddy the 
door, just like that? In Alex's own house? "Why not?" he demanded. 


"How long do you think it will be before they come and search your house? Everybody knows he's been all but 
living here for the last few months. They'll find him, and they'll find the instruments. And then we're all 
doomed." 

"But they'll find them anyway, whether he's here or not!" 

"Not if they don't come looking." 


"But-" 


Geddy raised a hand. "Leave it, Alex. He's right. I'm a danger to you, and always will be. I'll go out now and try 
to out-walk them as long as | can. If they catch me far enough from the village, they probably won't come 


back here. Your secret will be safe." 


With that, he pushed past Neil and limped determinedly to the door. Alex grabbed him by the arm. "Now you 


just wait a minute-" 

"Let go, Alex, please. I'm not in the mood for goodbyes." 
"Don't be a fool, they'll capture you." 

"That's the idea, isn't it?" 

Alex shot Neil a murderous glare. 


"Alright, this idiocy stops now," he said. "You're not going anywhere, Ged, even if | have to lock you up. This is 


my house; | decide who stays. Let us all calm down. Please." 
Neil had been watching them both with stern intensity. As Geddy's posture slackened under Alex's commanding 
look, he stuffed his hands into his pockets. "Right. | see you're not a coward after all, Weinrib. That's good. 


‘Cause the thing we're going to do.. its going to be much more dangerous than all of your anarchist inanity." 
Alex blinked at him. "What thing?" 


Neil just grinned. "The almanac lists a rainstorm after midnight," he said cryptically. "Very convenient." And for 


all Alex's insistency, he wouldn't say more. 


